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Executive Summary

The Commissioned Corps of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration has three
primary functions: (1) operate and maintain NOAA’s ships, (2) operate and maintain NOAA’s
aircraft, and (3) provide scientific and engineering support for the line offices, including temporary
duties on hydrographic ships. These functions are currently carried out by 287 officers, with
support from civil service personnel and wage mariners. 

In January 1996, NOAA announced its intention to implement the National Performance Review
recommendation to eliminate the Corps. Since that time, the Department, in consultation with
NOAA, has been drafting legislation and a transition plan to implement the recommendation. We
conducted an evaluation of the May 1997 legislative proposal and transition plan to determine
whether they provide the most cost-effective means of accomplishing this objective.

These latest versions of the proposed legislation and transition plan are significant improvements
over earlier drafts, and many of our initial concerns about such issues as retirement incentives and
separation payments have been addressed. However, one important issue remains unresolved: the
maximum number of officers that should be converted to civil service positions. 

This issue can be resolved by incorporating the following recommendations into the transition
plan for the NOAA Corps:

Ë The NOAA Corps Transition Staffing Plan Should Convert No More Than 170 Officers
to Permanent Civil Service Positions. The May 1997 transition plan for the NOAA Corps
proposes essentially a three-step process: (1) the 120 officers with at least 15 years of service
will be involuntarily retired, (2) the 170 officers not eligible for retirement will be placed
within 299 designated positions, and (3) any of the unfilled 299 positions considered essential
will be filled by retired officers or other civil service personnel in the Department. We are
concerned that the proposed last step will result in filling almost all of the 299 positions and
locking into place the present organizational infrastructure. This approach would be
inconsistent with recent Congressional direction related to outsourcing for ship-support
services. 

We recommend that NOAA implement the transition plan in the following manner: (1) retire
all 120 officers with at least 15 years of service, (2) identify the 170 most critical positions in
the line organizations and program support activities and fill as many of these as possible with
non-retiring officers, (3) determine which of the 170 positions, such as piloting the hurricane
research aircraft, cannot be filled immediately by non-retiring officers and (4) hire qualified
temporary personnel for any position identified in the previous step until one of the non-
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retiring officers can be trained for the position. This process will provide fair treatment for all
officers, prevent any disruptions in essential services, and allow NOAA to increase its use of
outsourcing options for improving ship-related and aircraft-related activities. (See page 7.)

The 170 permanent civil service positions should be allocated in the following manner:

Ë The Number of Officer Conversions within NOAA’s Line Offices Should Be Limited to
100 Positions. Over the years, in order to accommodate the rotation policy of the Corps,
officer positions have been created in NOAA’s five line organizations: National Weather
Service, National Ocean Service, National Marine Fisheries Service, Office of Oceanic and
Atmospheric Research, and the National Environmental Satellite, Data, and Information
Service. As recently as October 1991, when the NOAA Corps consisted of approximately 400
officers, there were only 161 line office positions. However, NOAA has now identified
approximately 187 line office positions for possible conversion from uniformed to civil service
positions, even though fewer than 300 officers are in the Corps.

Historically, approximately 40% of the funding for the officers assigned to NOAA’s line
organizations has come from ship-related appropriations even though the officers are not
directly involved in ship-support activities. For example, in fiscal year 1996, almost $5 million
in “Marine Services” appropriations was used to pay the salaries and benefits of officers in
non-ship assignments. We do not believe that funds should be diverted from ship-related
appropriations to pay for personnel engaged in activities not directly associated with ships. If
funds continue to be diverted after the transition, NOAA will have to reduce its use of ships
for conducting marine research, surveying fishery stocks, and collecting data for nautical
charts.

We recommend that NOAA limit the converted positions in NOAA’s line organizations to
100 positions, which is the approximate number of positions that can be paid for from the line
organizations’ budgets without using funds from ship-support appropriations. (See page 14.)

Ë The Number of Officer Conversions for Ship-Related and Aircraft-Related Activities
Should Not Exceed 70 Positions. Our office – along with the Administration, the Congress,
the U.S. General Accounting Office, and departmental advisory groups – has repeatedly
recommended that NOAA pursue outsourcing alternatives for its inhouse operations,
particularly its ship-support activities. Our March 1996 report on the NOAA fleet confirmed
that private-sector and academic vessels are available and can perform at least as well as
NOAA’s inhouse fleet. An OIG audit of NOAA’s aircraft services has been initiated to
determine whether outsourcing options can replace or supplement inhouse aircraft operations.
Creating no more than 70 civil service positions for ship and aircraft services will ensure
sufficient staffing to maintain essential inhouse services while providing an incentive to use
more cost-effective outsourcing options for ships and aircraft.
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We recommend that NOAA limit the converted positions for ship and aircraft support to no
more than 70 positions. It is important to note that we believe the number of permanent
positions needed for inhouse ships and aircraft can be reduced even further if NOAA
aggressively pursues its outsourcing options. This development may result in many of these 70
positions being eliminated. (See page 20.)

On page 24, we make a number of recommendations to address our concerns. If properly
implemented, our recommendations will allow fair treatment of all officers and also enable NOAA
to acquire more cost-effective services.

§     §     §     §     §

In responding to our draft report, NOAA officials disagreed with the conclusions and
recommendations by stating that (1) our draft report did not provide sufficient analysis to justify
the number of positions that we recommended for conversion, (2) NOAA has found no data to
support the OIG premise that the private sector can provide suitable alternatives to the inhouse
ships and aircraft, (3) NOAA’s May 1997 proposal for converting 299 officer positions to civilian
positions would not “lock in” the current organizational infrastructure, (4) it was appropriate for
NOAA to continue using data acquisition funds to pay for non-ship positions in the line
organizations, (5) implementation of the May 1997 transition plan would not divert funds from
ship-related appropriations and reduce NOAA’s incentive for exploring outsourcing alternatives,
(6) the OIG’s estimate of $8.3 million per year in Funds to Be Put to Better Use was an “illusory”
number because no “savings” would be realized, (7) the officer positions within the line
organizations are not the result of the Corps’ rotation policy, (8) the proposed 187 positions in
the line organizations are essential for meeting NOAA’s program needs, (9) the OIG’s
recommended process for converting non-retiring officers to civilian positions was not acceptable,
and (10) NOAA has already taken a number of steps to reduce the cost of inhouse ship support
and expand the use of outsourcing. In addition, NOAA officials emphasized that an “immediate
deactivation of NOAA ships would have catastrophic results on the continuity of data collection
activities critical to accomplishment of NOAA’s mission.” NOAA’s complete response is attached
to this report.

We discuss each of NOAA’s concerns in the appropriate section of this report. In brief, we state
that (1) our analysis is based on a thorough review of NOAA’s financial data, (2) numerous
organizations, not just our office, have provided NOAA with data to support the cost
effectiveness and suitability of private-sector alternatives to an inhouse fleet, (3) converting
almost 300 officer positions to inhouse civilian positions will result in maintaining the status quo
instead of exploring innovative alternatives, (4) NOAA should discontinue using ship-related
appropriations to fund positions in the line organizations, (5) the May 1997 transition plan will
continue the diversion of almost $5 million per year from ship-related appropriations to the line
organizations, (6) the OIG’s estimate of $8.3 million per year in Funds to Be Put to Better Use
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meets the criteria established by the President’s Council on Integrity and Efficiency, (7) the Corps
rotation policy contributes to the number of line-organization positions, (8) the line organizations
have historically paid for approximately 100 officers, and this is the number of positions that
should be converted, (9) the OIG’s recommended process for converting non-retiring officers to
civilian positions is currently the only alternative for maintaining staffing levels within
appropriated budgets, and (10) NOAA should use the transition plan as a means to expand the use
of cost-effective alternatives to an inhouse fleet. It is also important to note that in the OIG’s
1996 review of NOAA’s inhouse ships, we advocated a transition period for decommissioning
(either deactivating or privatizing) the inhouse ships.
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Data from Department of Defense (09/96),
Coast Guard (12/95), and NOAA (07/97)

NOAA Corps   

Pub. Health Serv.   

Coast Guard   

Marine Corps   

Air Force   

Navy   

Army   

287

6,276

36,731

174,000

389,200

424,800

495,000

Uniformed Services of the U.S. Government
Active Duty Personnel

Introduction

Pursuant to the authority of the Inspector General Act of 1978, this evaluation was carried out as
part of the Inspector General’s mandate “to review existing and proposed legislation and
regulations . . . and to make recommendations . . . concerning the impact of such legislation or
regulations on the economy and efficiency in the administration of programs and operations.” One
of the main goals of an evaluation is to eliminate waste in government by encouraging effective,
efficient, and economical operations.  This evaluation was conducted in accordance with the
Quality Standards for Inspections issued by the President's Council on Integrity and Efficiency.

Background

History of the Corps

The organization now referred to as the Commissioned Corps of the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration came into existence in 1970 when a number of federal science
programs were joined to form NOAA. However, coastal surveys were first authorized by the U.S.
government in 1807, and the organization doing the work was officially named the Coast Survey
in 1836. Until the Civil War, the organization consisted of both civilians and active-duty officers
from the Army and Navy. However, between the Civil War and World War I, the task of charting
U.S. waterways and producing topographic maps of the nation’s shorelines was performed almost
entirely by civilians. In 1917, the Coast and Geodetic Survey Commissioned Corps became a U.S.
uniformed service so that surveying personnel assigned to active-duty ships during armed conflicts
would not be treated as civilian spies if captured. The Corps officers have not been used in
military situations since World War II, and the Department of Defense has no plans to use them in
the future.
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The issue of whether the Corps needs to be a uniformed service was addressed in a U.S. General
Accounting Office report, Issues on the Need for NOAA’s Commissioned Corps (GGD-97-10),
October 1996. The report concluded that the NOAA Corps does not meet the requirements for a
military compensation system. In addition, the report noted that other federal agencies use civilian
employees, not uniformed officers, to respond to disasters and other emergency situations and
that both the Environmental Protection Agency and the Navy use ships operated by civilian
employees or contractors in conducting their oceanic research.

Current Status of the Corps

The NOAA Corps has three primary functions: (1) operate and maintain NOAA’s ships,
(2) operate and maintain NOAA’s aircraft, and (3) provide scientific and engineering support for
the line offices, including temporary duties on hydrographic ships. Congressional appropriations
for these functions totaled over $82 million in fiscal year 1997:

Fisheries Data Acquisition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $26.8 million
Hydrographic Data Acquisition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $18.2 million
Oceanographic Data Acquisition . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $12.7 million
Fleet Modernization . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $  8.0 million
Aircraft Services . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . $10.0 million
Line Organizations’ Payments for Uniformed Personnel . . . . . . $  6.4 million

While NOAA has been drafting legislation and a transition plan to eliminate the Corps, both the
Administration and the Congress have expressed an interest in the process and outcome. The
Administration’s 1995 Annual Report of the National Performance Review recommended that the
Department of Commerce “reduce the current [NOAA] corps to 130 [full-time equivalent
positions] and eventually eliminate it.” This action followed a 1993 NPR recommendation to
create public and private competition for the NOAA fleet.

The Congress has also expressed its intent regarding the fleet and the Corps. The fiscal year 1997
appropriations legislation eliminated the “Marine Services” appropriation. In its place, the
Congress created a separate “Acquisition of Data” appropriation category in each of the three line
offices that use NOAA’s fleet. According to the conference report, the purpose of this
Congressional action was to provide NOAA’s line organizations with an incentive to make
cost-benefit tradeoffs between using inhouse ships and private-sector vessels. In addition, the
fiscal year 1997 Congressional appropriation for the Department of Commerce instructed the
Department, in conjunction with NOAA, to provide a transition plan for converting the Corps
officers to civil service employees.
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Status of the Proposed Legislation and Transition Plan

NOAA first announced its intention to eliminate the Corps in a press release in January 1996:

“Acting on the recommendation of the President’s National Performance Review, the
administrator of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration has announced that
the NOAA Corps, the agency’s commissioned service that helps carry out NOAA’s
environmental mission, will begin its transition to civilian status beginning Oct. 1, 1996.”

The Corps proposed its own transition plan in late February 1996. The plan retained a Corps-like
organization to centrally manage the ships and aircraft, established a separate personnel pool
protected from competitive placements, proposed a Reserve Commission in a military service for
all involuntarily separated officers, provided special employment protection for officers
transferred to military services, asked for a long-term waiver of the Coast Guard’s deck officer
license requirements, and asked that former Corps officers be given the status of military
“veterans.” 

However, NOAA officials did not accept the Corps’ plan. According to a July 1996 memorandum
from the Under Secretary of NOAA, “it would not be possible for the Corps to develop a plan
that assessed entitlement benefit issues and the steps necessary to eliminate the Corps in an
impartial manner.” NOAA officials then established a second team, consisting of legal and
personnel specialists from outside the Office of NOAA Corps Operations, to devise an alternative
transition plan. In July 1996, the new team released its plan for comment by departmental
officials. Since then, NOAA has worked with the Office of Management and Budget to resolve
legal and administrative impediments. The latest version of the plan was sent to the Congress in
May 1997.

The plan, along with the implementing legislative proposal,

– Allows NOAA to create up to 299 civil service positions to accommodate the conversion
process. According to the plan, the “total number of positions created . . . would not
exceed the civilian equivalent of the authorized size [299] of the NOAA Corps as of the
date of disestabishment.”

– Offers incentives to officers with less than 15 years of service to convert to civil service
positions. NOAA estimates that approximately 170 officers will be eligible, and a
conversion payment will be made to these officers who remain in NOAA for at least six
months.

– Retires all officers with 15 or more years of service. NOAA estimates that approximately
120 officers will be eligible. However, these officers will be allowed to compete for certain
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Number of  NOAA Corps Off icers
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civil service positions not filled by the officers with less than 15 years of service.

– Fills additional positions as necessary for meeting NOAA’s mission requirements, such as
piloting the hurricane research aircraft. Approximately 120 officers, who are eligible for
military retirement, will be allowed to apply for these positions.

– Involuntarily separates officers who do not accept the conversion and who are not eligible
for retirement. These officers will receive separation pay.

– Transfers administration of the NOAA Corps retirement program to the Department of the
Navy.

– Eliminates the Corps on October 1, 1997.

NOAA estimates that enactment of the legislation in accordance with the transition plan, along
with the Corps’ recent downsizing, will result in a savings of $24 million over a five-year period.
In addition, NOAA anticipates

“further savings from improving the process used by each program office to conduct
future observations, data gathering and research activities. Disestablishment will present
opportunities for savings through restructuring or contracting with private companies. . . .
This change would be consistent with the provisions of Public Law 104-208 which
eliminated the Marine Services account and provided funds directly to program offices for
data acquisition.”
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By using the services of an independent actuary to review the Corps’ retirement system, NOAA
was able to quantify cost savings that had not been identified in previous cost comparisons
between the Corps and a civilian workforce. The civil service retirement system is a fully funded
retirement system, whereas the military retirement system is only partially funded through current
appropriations. As a result, NOAA concludes that

“simply comparing outlays for the Corps and an equivalently sized civilian system could
yield misleading conclusions because the outlays are not ‘buying the same package of
goods.’ In effect, NOAA is paying only 39 cents on each dollar required to put the Corps’
retirement system on par . . . with the civilian retirement system.”

In other words, previous studies have significantly underestimated the savings associated with
replacing officers with civilians.

The May 1997 versions of the proposed legislation and transition plan are significant
improvements over earlier drafts, and many of our initial concerns about such issues as retirement
incentives and separation payments have been addressed. However, one important issue remains
unresolved: the maximum number of officers that should be converted to civil service positions.
The following sections of our report discuss this issue and provide recommendations to resolve it.
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Purpose and Scope

We performed an evaluation of the legislative proposal and transition plan for converting the
officers in NOAA’s Commissioned Corps to civil service positions. The purpose of our review
was to determine whether the legislation and plan provide the most cost-effective means of
accomplishing this objective. We did not independently determine the one-time cost of the
proposed transition; an outside actuary has assisted NOAA with this calculation. Instead, we
evaluated the long-term economic and programmatic impact of converting officers to civil service
positions.

A previous OIG report, NOAA Should Decommission Its Ships and Terminate the Recent Billion-
Dollar Fleet Modernization Plan, issued in March 1996, provided information on the limited
number of conversions necessary for future ship-related activities, and an audit currently
underway will address the number of conversions needed for aircraft-related activities.

Our field work was conducted during the period November 1996 through June 1997. In addition
to reviewing the proposed legislation and transition plan, we analyzed recent budget documents
and accounting reports, including an electronic version of NOAA’s fiscal year 1996 financial
management reports. We also discussed Corps transition issues with the Deputy Under Secretary
for Oceans and Atmosphere, the Associate Deputy Under Secretary for Oceans and Atmosphere,
Office of NOAA Corps Operations, NOAA’s Budget Execution Staff, and NOAA’s Office of
General Counsel.
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Observations and Conclusions

I. The NOAA Corps Transition Staffing Plan Should Convert No More Than 170 Officers
to Permanent Civil Service Positions

The Department of Commerce, in consultation with NOAA, has prepared a legislative proposal
and transition plan for converting NOAA’s commissioned officers to civil service positions. The
majority of the converted positions will be in NOAA’s line organizations that receive ship-support
appropriations for marine research: the National Ocean Service, the National Marine Fisheries
Service, and the Office of Oceanic and Atmospheric Research. 

However, both the Congress and the Administration have recently advised NOAA concerning the
use of ship-related appropriations. The Congressional Conference Report on Commerce’s
appropriations for fiscal year 1997 included the following guidance:

“The conference agreement adopts the House recommendation to eliminate the Marine
Services subactivity and provide funding directly to the line offices. . . . The conferees
believe this reform will provide NOAA line organizations with an incentive to make cost-
benefit tradeoffs between using NOAA and charter vessels. As the NOAA fleet has
downsized, NOAA line organizations are seeking alternatives to fleet resources to meet
their data collection needs. This reform will provide NOAA line offices additional
flexibility necessary to meet their needs. The conferees expect NOAA to follow the
guidance in the House report regarding the use of these funds.”

This last sentence is referring to even stronger language in House Report 104-676, which states
that program managers within NOAA are expected “to acquire shiptime and data in the most
cost-effective and efficient manner. . . . The Committee does not intend for NOAA to use this
funding simply to support the status quo when determining whether to contract out for services”
(emphasis added).

The National Performance Review’s 1993 report, From Red Tape to Results: Creating a
Government that Works Better and Costs Less, also recommended that NOAA find ways to
increase “public and private competition to bolster the aging fleet.” This was followed by the
NPR’s 1995 report with a recommendation to eliminate the NOAA Corps.

In addition to the Congressional guidance and NPR recommendations, our office, the General
Accounting Office, the National Research Council, and a departmental advisory committee 
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have recommended that NOAA’s inhouse organizational infrastructure be reduced and more
emphasis be placed on outsourcing for ship-related services.1

Progress on Legislation to Eliminate the Corps

The transition plan and the implementing legislative proposal were prepared in response to the
following statement in Public Law 104-208, the Omnibus Appropriations Act for the Departments
of Commerce, Justice, State, the Judiciary, and Related Agencies, dated September 30, 1996:

“Not later than November 15, 1996, the Department of Commerce, in conjunction with
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, shall submit to the appropriate
committees of the Congress, a long-term plan and a legislative proposal necessary to
implement such plan regarding the continuation of a National Oceanic and Atmospheric
Administration commissioned corps.”

In response to this Congressional mandate, various drafts of the legislative proposal and transition
plan have been distributed to departmental officials for comment. The May 1997 versions of the
legislative proposal and transition plan were sent to the Congress.

The May 1997 versions of the legislation and plan allow NOAA to create almost 300 civil service
positions to accommodate the conversion process. According to the transition plan, “the total
number of positions created . . . would not exceed the civilian equivalent of the authorized size
[299] of the NOAA Corps as of the date of disestabishment.” In a simplified form, the conversion
occurs in the following sequence: 

Step 1: Approximately 120 officers with 15 or more years of service receive military
retirements.

Step 2: Approximately 170 officers with less than 15 years of service are placed within 299
designated civil service positions.
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Step 3: Any of the 299 civil service positions created as part of this process and not filled
by the 170 officers with less than 15 years of service are open to the retired
officers and civilians in the Department.

The last step in this process will give NOAA the authority to convert or rehire almost all of the
current Corps officers. If the less-critical positions are filled with the 170 non-retiring officers and
the 120 retired officers are rehired for the “additional positions, as determined by the Under
Secretary to be necessary,” NOAA will lock into place the current organizational structure, and
no increased efficiencies will be achieved.

According to the latest transition plan, an example of a critical position that can be filled only by
retirement-eligible officers is piloting the hurricane research aircraft. This reference is to NOAA’s
two heavy aircraft that, together with the ten “hurricane hunters” of the Air Force Reserve,
conduct research and reconnaissance on tropical storms. Maintaining a sufficient number of
qualified pilots for the heavy aircraft is not a new issue. In a previous OIG audit report, Aircraft
Operations Center Needs Management Attention, ATL-5958-5-0001, March 1995, we noted that
the air crew experience for hurricane research pilots was declining and recommended that
NOAA’s Aircraft Operations Center improve its training program for junior and mid-career pilots.
The following table illustrates the situation at the AOC:

Table 1:
Heavy Aircraft (P-3) Pilots

May 1997

Pilot
Retire-
ment

Eligible

Years
of

Service

Total
Flight
Hours

 Heavy
Aircraft
Flt. Hrs.

Hurricane
Seasons

Hurricane
Penetrations

A* Yes 28 4000 860 7 62

B* Yes 22 9500 425 4 22

C* Yes 21 5350 1780 9 120

D* Yes 19 7700 1615 9 172

E Yes 15 3920 720 1 34

F No 14 3500 330 1 49

G* No 11 4550 2065 7 148

H No 11 3800 305 1 35

* These pilots are “hurricane qualified.”

Source of Flight Data: NOAA’s Aircraft Operations Center  
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The operation of NOAA’s two hurricane research aircraft has historically required a total of three
pilots who are “hurricane qualified” (i.e., completed at least two hurricane seasons and 50
hurricane penetrations) and three copilots who are working to be “hurricane qualified.” The
Department’s analysis of the proposed legislation that accompanies the plan states that the “pilot
positions for the hurricane reconnaissance/research aircraft are an example of the essential
responsibilities that would not be filled by [non-retiring] officers because all such officers lack the
necessary training.” However, both the data in the previous table and information provided by
former hurricane reconnaissance pilots indicate that this statement is not entirely accurate and that
replacement pilots can be transitioned into these positions over two or three hurricane seasons.
One non-retiring officer is already “hurricane qualified”; two other pilots should be qualified by
the end of the 1997 season. In addition, there are approximately 20 non-retiring NOAA aviators
who are eligible to be trained for the copilot positions.

We believe that adequate planning will reduce, if not eliminate, the necessity to rehire most of the
“retiring” pilots, and those that are rehired should be in temporary positions. NOAA needs to
implement the transition plan so that only officers with less than 15 years of service will be
converted to permanent civil service positions. In the case of the pilots, the plan should enable as
many of the non-retiring pilots as necessary to reach hurricane-qualified status over the next three
hurricane seasons. If retiring officers must be relied on to bridge the interim period, they should be
rehired only in temporary not-to-exceed-three-years positions. This would allow sufficient time
for training the non-retiring pilots. There may be other positions that require similar planning. The
cost implications of failing to prioritize the 170 positions to be filled by non-retiring officers are
illustrated by the following table:

Table 2:
Cost Implications

Location of
Converted Positions

NOAA
Transition Plan

OIG
Proposal

Difference

NOAA’s Line Organizations 187 1001 87

Ship & Aircraft Activities 112 702 42

     Total Positions 299 170 129

     Cost of Positions3 $ 19.3 Million $ 11.0 Million $ 8.3 Million
1See Section II of this report for an explanation of the 100 positions.
2See Section III of this report for an explanation of the 70 positions.
3The cost is based on an OIG-derived average cost per officer of $64,437 for fiscal year 1996.  This is almost identical
to a NOAA Corps-derived estimate of $64,000, which is presented in the February 1996 transition plan.

Source of Data: OIG and NOAA
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We believe that converting almost 300 officer positions to inhouse civilian positions will result in
diverting funds from ship-related appropriations and reduce NOAA’s incentive for exploring
outsourcing alternatives for ship and aircraft support. NOAA needs to balance the transition
plan’s objective of “providing fair treatment of retired officers and officers on the active list” with
the equally important objective of seeking cost-effective solutions to replace inefficient inhouse
operations.

Funds to Be Put to Better Use

The $8.3 million shown in the previous table represents annual funds that can be put to better use
if no more than 170 officers are converted to permanent civil service positions. Over the next two
fiscal years, NOAA will have $16.6 million available to acquire additional ship and aircraft
support.

§     §     §     §     §

In responding to our draft report, NOAA officials disagreed with the conclusions and
recommendations by stating that (1) our draft report did not provide sufficient analysis to justify
the number of positions that we recommended for conversion, (2) NOAA has found no data to
support the OIG premise that the private sector can provide suitable alternatives to the inhouse
ships and aircraft, (3) it was appropriate for NOAA to continue using data acquisition funds to
pay for non-ship positions in the line organizations, (4) NOAA’s May 1997 proposal for
converting 299 officer positions to civilian positions would not “lock in” the current
organizational infrastructure, (5) implementation of the May 1997 transition plan would not divert
funds from ship-related appropriations and reduce NOAA’s incentive for exploring outsourcing
alternatives, and (6) the OIG’s estimate of $8.3 million per year in Funds to Be Put to Better Use
was an “illusory” number because no “savings” would be realized. NOAA’s complete response is
attached to this report.

The following comments address the issues raised in NOAA’s response:

(1) The conclusions and recommendation in this report result from a thorough analysis of
financial data. That is, we have determined the number of positions that the line
organizations can pay for if ship-related appropriations are no longer used for non-ship
work. Our estimate of 100 converted positions in the line organizations, rather than the
187 proposed by NOAA, is based on solid financial data derived from NOAA’s financial
management system. The numbers that we are proposing will maintain staffing levels
within appropriated funding levels for non-ship activities. Although higher numbers may
be justified based on other criteria, we believe that appropriated funding levels represent
the most suitable criteria.
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(2) Although NOAA officials state that “NOAA has not found data” to support the position
that cost-effective alternatives exist for NOAA’s inhouse ships and aircraft, other
organizations have repeatedly found such data. See Appendix B, a memorandum from our
office to the Director of NOAA Corps Operations, for illustrative comments from these
studies. In part, our memorandum states:

“It is evident from the above citations that the studies present numerous examples of
the cost-effectiveness of using non-NOAA vessels. For at least a decade before the
OIG conducted its in-depth study, there was significant and sufficient evidence for
choosing outsourcing alternatives over inhouse operations. It is difficult to understand
how the NOAA Corps can still be insisting that “None of the reports . . . conclude
NOAA Ships are more costly than private or university vessels.” 

“With regard to the degree of outsourcing that NOAA should be pursuing, it is clear
from the studies that the evaluators found reasons to pursue outsourcing in all
missions (oceanography, hydrography, and fisheries) and for all types of ships.”

Our ongoing study of aircraft operations is nearing completion and the preliminary data
continues to support our position that NOAA should be making greater use of private-
sector alternatives for its routine and reimbursable aircraft-related projects.

(3) NOAA states that it is appropriate for ship-related funding to be used to pay for officers
working in organizations because the converted positions will be involved in processing
and analyzing data. However, after the transition takes place, the converted positions
should be mission-critical positions that are similar to already existing positions within the
line organizations. Since NOAA is predominantly a data-gathering agency, hundreds, if
not thousands, of these positions within the line organizations are involved in data
acquisition and analysis. Using NOAA’s criteria, all of the ship-related appropriations
could potentially be used to fund positions in the line organizations. Also, NOAA’s
previous funding arrangements for these officers appear to contradict NOAA’s stated
position. For example, 59 of the officers serving in the National Ocean Service are paid for
with funds from NOS (not from ship-related appropriations), six of the officers in the
National Weather Service are paid for with funds from NWS, etc. In no line organization
are all officer positions paid for with ship-related appropriations. Unless NOAA receives
reprogramming authority to transfer ship-related appropriations to non-ship activities,
NOAA should only convert 100 positions in the line organizations during the Corps
transition.

(4) As we stated earlier in this report, the Congressional committees responsible for
eliminating the Marine Services subactivity and replacing it the Acquisition of Data
appropriation have indicated that they do not intend for NOAA to use this funding to
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support the status quo. If NOAA retains all 299 permanent positions inhouse and uses
ship-related appropriations to pay for them, the opportunity to contract for data-
acquisition services will be greatly reduced, if not eliminated. This position is supported by
the financial analysis in this report. NOAA officials maintain that Congress has asked them
only to examine outsourcing alternatives. See Appendix B for an overview of the findings
of non-NOAA organizations that have already examined the availability and cost of
outsourcing options and found sufficient evidence that NOAA should be more actively
pursuing this approach.

(5) NOAA’s statement that the May 1997 transition plan “would not divert funds from ship
related activities” is misleading. It is true that the May 1997 transition plan will not divert
additional funds from ship-related appropriations, but almost $5 million per year is already
being diverted and will continue to be diverted if the transition plan is implemented. We
continue to believe that these funds could be more cost effectively used for outsourcing
and that the organization structure resulting from the May 1997 transition plan will reduce
NOAA’s incentive (and funding) for private-sector alternatives.

(6) The OIG’s $8.3 million per year in Funds to Be Put to Better Use is based on the financial
data supplied by NOAA and the definition of the term from the 1988 amendment to the
Inspector General Act. The $8.3 million per year is the amount of funds that would be
available for ship-related and aircraft-related outsourcing if not used for the salaries and
benefits of inhouse personnel. Funds to Be Put to Better Use does not refer exclusively to
funds that can be returned to the U.S. treasury, but also includes funds that “could be used
more efficiently if management of an establishment took actions to implement and
complete the recommendation.”
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II. The Number of Officer Conversions within NOAA’s Line Offices Should Be Limited to
100 Positions

In June 1996, 175 Corps officers were serving in positions in NOAA’s five line organizations:
National Ocean Service, National Marine Fisheries Service, Office of Oceanic and Atmospheric
Research, National Weather Service, and National Environmental Satellite, Data, and Information
Service. Since NOAA began drafting legislation to eliminate the Corps, NOAA has identified
approximately 187 officer positions in the line organizations that are to be converted to civil
service positions. (In July 1997, NOAA was still finalizing the exact number of positions and the
distribution of positions to the line organization.) 

Fifty-seven percent of the fiscal year 1996 funds used to pay for these 175 positions can be traced
to Congressional appropriations for the line organizations; however, the remaining 43% of
funding comes from “Marine Services,” which are ship-related appropriations. When ship-support
appropriations are used in this way to pay for line-office positions, less marine research and fewer
fishery surveys can be done. We believe that no ship-related appropriations should be used to pay
for line-office positions.

Reasons for Officers in the Line Organizations

Over the years, in order to accommodate the rotation policy of the Corps, officer positions were
created in all of NOAA’s line organizations. The precise number of filled positions varies slightly
from year to year, but the following table illustrates the slight rise in the number of positions over
the last five years:

Table 3:
Line Organization Officer Positions

Line Organization Oct-91 Oct-92 Oct-93 Oct-94 Oct-95 Jun-96

   NOS 79 77 81 90 83 82

   NMFS 32 30 33 30 39 45

   OAR 33 35 32 30 27 26

   NWS 9 12 9 9 9 10

   NESDIS 8 10 8 12 12 12

Total 161 164 163 171 170 175
Source of Data:  NOAA
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As recently as October 1991, when the NOAA Corps consisted of approximately 400 officers,
there were only 161 line office positions. However, NOAA has now identified approximately 187
line office positions for possible conversion from uniformed to civil service positions, even though
fewer than 300 officers are now in the Corps.

Sources of Funding for Officers in Line Organizations

The officers’ positions in the line organizations are partially paid for by the programs for which
the officers are working and partially funded from “Marine Services.” Even though the primary
purpose of the “Marine Services” appropriation is to ensure ship support for NOAA’s marine
programs, funds have been used in the past to pay for officers assigned to programs that do not
perform ship-related functions. To determine the original source of funding for the officers in the
line organizations, we reviewed documents prepared by NOAA for the July 1996 draft of the
Corps transition plan and analyzed end-of-fiscal-year-1996 data from NOAA’s financial
information system. The former documents identified planned funding for NOAA’s activities,
whereas the latter analysis identified actual funding for the same activities. The results are shown
below:

Table 4:
Line Organizations’ FY96 Expenditures

For Officer Positions

Line Organization Planned Funding1 Actual Funding2

NOS $ 2,793,000 $ 3,788,387

NMFS 798,000 969,989

OAR 96,000 926,041

NWS 474,000 391,379

NESDIS 333,000 335,994

Total $ 4,494,000 $ 6,411,790
1Planned Funding is derived from NOAA’s July 1996 draft of the Corps transition plan.
2Actual Funding is derived from OIG analysis of data from NOAA’s financial information system. 

Source of Data: NOAA and OIG     

It is the “Actual Funding” that is important for the rest of this discussion; the “Planned Funding”
is reported only because it has been cited in previous NOAA documents as the contribution from
the line organizations. As the following table shows, the difference between the actual funding
provided by the line organizations ($6.4 million) and the total cost of the 175 officers
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($11.3 million) was funded by the “Marine Services” appropriation. The result is that
approximately $4.9 million of ship-related funding was used to pay for Corps positions that did
not directly support ships.

Table 5:
FY96 Funding Sources for Officer Positions

In the Line Organizations

Total Cost of Officers*
Funding from

Line Organizations
Ship-Related Appropriations

$11.3 million $6.4 million $4.9 million

*Based on an  average cost of $64,437/officer for the 175 officers assigned to the line organizations during June 1996.

     Source of Data: OIG

Consequence of Past Funding Arrangements

The consequence of using ship-related appropriations to pay for positions in the line organizations
is that funds have been diverted from their original purpose (ship-support activities) to an entirely
different purpose (programs that have no ship-support function). As a result, each year $4-
5 million that the Congress appropriates to pay for ship support is instead used to pay the salaries
of program scientists, solar analysts, marine sanctuary managers, environmental laboratory
officials, and other personnel who perform non-ship-related functions.

If NOAA’s transition plan allows this practice to continue and perhaps even increases the number
of non-ship positions paid for with ship-related appropriations, NOAA will have to compensate by
reducing its use of ships for conducting fishery surveys and collecting data for nautical charts. 

As we stated in Section I of this report, the House and Senate conference agreement on the fiscal
year 1997 budget eliminated the “Marine Services” account and created the “Acquisition of Data”
account to “provide NOAA line organizations with an incentive to make cost-benefit tradeoffs
between using NOAA and charter vessels.” To ensure that ship-related appropriations are used
exclusively to support marine programs, NOAA’s transition plan should create only line-office
positions that are fully funded by the programs benefiting from the positions. 

Based on fiscal year 1996 data, the line organizations can accommodate only about 100 positions,
rather than the 187 planned by NOAA. (Note: The exact number of positions based on
$6.4 million is 99.3; however, we have rounded this number to 100 in our discussions.)
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Table 6:
Staffing Reductions Needed to Ensure That Ship-Related

Appropriations Are Used Solely for Ship Support

Line
Organization

 Officer Positions
FY96

Funded 
by Line Org.

Difference

NOS 82 59 23

NMFS 45 15 30

OAR 26 14 12

NWS 10 6 4

NESDIS 12 5 7

     Total Positions 175 99 76

     Total Costs* $ 11.3 Million $6.4 Million $ 4.9 Million

*Based on an  average cost of $64,437/officer for the 175 officers assigned to the line organizations during June 1996. 

 Source of Data: OIG

The Corps officers assigned to the National Weather Service can be used to illustrate the
significance of the data in the previous table. Although 10 NOAA Corps officers were working in
weather service positions in June 1996, NWS was paying for only six of these positions. The cost
of the other four officers (approximately $258,000) was paid with funds from ship-support
appropriations.

However, even line organizations that have ship-related activities often use Corps officers for
non-ship work. For example, only 14 of the 26 officers assigned to the Office of Oceanic and
Atmospheric Research were funded through OAR appropriations. The other 12 officers were paid
for with ship-support funds even though the officers were assigned to the environmental research
laboratories, the Assistant Administrator’s office, the Sea Grant program, and other non-ship
activities.

Any line-organization positions created in excess of what the line organizations are willing to pay
for will divert funds from other sources, particularly ship-support appropriations, to cover the
cost of the positions. We believe that no more than 100 officers should be converted to positions
in the line organizations, and that none of these positions should be funded with ship-support
appropriations.
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§     §     §     §     §

In responding to our draft report, NOAA officials disagreed with our observations and
recommendations by stating that (1) the officer positions within the line organizations are not the
result of the Corps’ rotation policy, (2) the proposed 187 positions in the line organizations are
essential for meeting NOAA’s program needs, (3) the OIG’s recommended process for
converting non-retiring officers to civilian positions was not acceptable, and (4) it was appropriate
for NOAA to continue using data acquisition funds to pay for non-ship positions in the line
organizations. NOAA’s complete response is attached to this report.

(1) NOAA officials disagreed with our statement that line-organization positions were created
to “accommodate the rotation policy of the Corps.” However, a February 1993
memorandum from the Deputy Under Secretary for Oceans and Atmosphere to our office
states:

“The maintenance of a professional seagoing service within NOAA requires a viable
rotational system. The NOAA Corps has had a historical sea rotational pattern of
approximately three officers for each officer at sea. . . . In view of the fact that the
direction of other fleet operators/seagoing services is to maintain more not less time
off for their operators, it is reasonable for NOAA to not reduce the ratio below three
officers ashore for each officer at sea. . . . A policy is established whereas any
Commissioned Officer billets over and above the centrally managed number of officers
necessary for proper sea-air rotation, necessary basic training, or the
‘special/emergency’ capability shall be acquired through justification by program
managers of NOAA and the provision by that office of funding to support the
position.”

Clearly, there is a direct relationship (independent of the mission requirements of the line
organizations) between the number of at-sea positions and the number of shoreside
positions needed to accommodate the rotation of officers.

(2) As we stated at the end of the last section, our conclusions and recommendation are
derived from an analysis of financial information, not from a review of program
requirements. Current funding levels can support only 100 officer conversions in the line
organizations, regardless of the number of personnel desired by each line organization. It
should also be noted that when NOAA conducted an inhouse review of NOAA Corps
operations in 1995, only 134 “critical shore positions” were identified. This is 50 positions
fewer than the number identified in 1997 for the transition plan.
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(3) Although NOAA officials stated that they disagreed with OIG’s recommended procedure
for converting officers to civilians, we must again emphasize that it is currently the only
alternative for maintaining staffing levels within appropriated budgets.

(4) As we stated at the end of the previous section, unless NOAA receives reprogramming
authority to transfer ship-related appropriations to non-ship activities, NOAA should only
convert 100 positions in the line organizations during the NOAA Corps transition.
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III. The Number of Officer Conversions for Ship-Related and Aircraft-Related
Activities Should Not Exceed 70 Positions

According to the proposed legislation that accompanies the transition plan, the elimination of the
Corps should be carried out while meeting two objectives:

– “providing for fair treatment of retired officers and officers on the active list of the NOAA
Corps, and other employees of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and
the Department of Commerce”; and

– “providing for the retention of professional skills and experience required by NOAA to
continue to carry out its mission effectively.”

We support both of these statements, but believe that NOAA can meet these objectives while also
seeking outsourcing alternatives to eliminate inefficient inhouse operations. In effect, we believe
that NOAA’s future staffing levels for ship-related and aircraft-related activities will be
significantly lower than current levels. Based on conclusions in the 1996 OIG report and the
preliminary observations from an ongoing OIG audit (see below), we believe that no more than 70
permanent positions should be created in NOAA’s ship and aircraft support services. 

1996 OIG Report on the NOAA Fleet

NOAA should be outsourcing for its ship-related services. Our 1996 program evaluation of fleet
operations confirmed that NOAA can acquire more modern platforms at reduced cost when
NOAA eliminates its inhouse fleet and outsources for ship services:

– NOAA’s requirements for deep-water research can be met by making better use of other
federal oceanographic ships, including the fleet operated by the University-National
Oceanographic Laboratory System.

-- NOAA’s fisheries assessments can be carried out using a combination of short-term charters
and long-term leases of private vessels.  This can include allowing contractors to operate
current fishery vessels until suitable replacements are obtained.

-- NOAA’s mapping and charting requirements can be met by contracting with private-sector
firms to provide the data.

For all of its ship-related work – oceanography, fisheries, and hydrography – NOAA can begin
outsourcing immediately to achieve at least the same quality of service at lower costs. We believe
that the entire transition from operating ships inhouse to outsourcing for services can be
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accomplished within three years. (See NOAA Should Decommission Its Ships and Terminate the
Recent Billion-Dollar Fleet Modernization Plan, IPE-7794, March 1996, for a detailed
explanation of the OIG’s findings and recommendations, as well as a summary of similar findings
in previous federal studies.)

On-Going OIG Study of NOAA’s Aircraft Services

NOAA’s 14 aircraft are used for (a) unique scientific missions, such as hurricane research,
(b) routine operational missions, such as aerial photography to check for potential airport
obstructions, and (c) reimbursable missions, such as flying helicopters to conduct hydrographic
surveys for the Army Corps of Engineers. Our office is currently conducting a review of NOAA’s
Aircraft Operations Center to determine whether there are outsourcing options for inhouse
operations and whether the alternatives are more cost effective. Based on our preliminary review
of fiscal year 1996 program requirements and cost data, we believe that (1) private-sector aircraft
can carry out NOAA’s routine operational missions and reimbursable missions and (2) the cost of
operating many of NOAA’s light aircraft is higher than the equivalent industry rates and the
contract rates paid by other federal agencies for comparable missions. If these preliminary
observations are confirmed, the number of personnel associated with inhouse aircraft support can
be reduced significantly. It is important to note that the number of hurricane research scientists,
missions, and aircraft will not be affected by this potential reduction. The final results of our
review will be available before the end of calendar year 1997.

Potential Impact of Outsourcing for Ship-Related and Aircraft-Related Services

While the number of officers working in the line organizations has increased in recent years (see
Section II), the number of officers involved in ship and aircraft support has declined. In July 1995,
there were approximately 98 officers assigned to NOAA’s ships, but within two years this number
had been reduced to 58. During the same time period, the number of pilots assigned to the
Aircraft Operations Center decreased from 36 to 31. The main reason for the sharp decline in
officers aboard ships was that older ships requiring large crews were taken out of service. The
remainder of the decline in officers can be attributed primarily to the recent across-the-board
reduction in NOAA Corps personnel.

As we have already stated in this report, the savings and improvements associated with
outsourcing for ship-related services are well documented by our office and other federal
agencies. Based on our preliminary data, we believe that similar savings and improvements are
likely with aircraft services. (See page 9 of this report for a discussion of special issues associated
with the hurricane research aircraft.) 
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The OIG-recommended numbers in the last column of the following table represent a means of
accommodating non-retiring officers while simultaneously (1) taking the initial step toward
outsourcing for ship support and (2) eliminating reimbursable aircraft support for outside federal
agencies. We believe that these numbers can be reduced over the next three years to 5-10
personnel for ships (based on the findings in our 1996 report on the NOAA fleet) and 12-15
personnel for aircraft (based on the preliminary findings in our ongoing review of the NOAA
aircraft).

Table 7:
Number of Permanent Positions
For Ship and Aircraft Support

Support Activity
Number of

Officers 7/951
Number of

Officers 7/972
Recommendation
After Transition3

Officers Onboard Ships 98 58 45

Officers at Aircraft Operations 36 31 25

Total 134 89 70
1Information from 7/13/95 NOAA Corps Billet List and 7/12/96 draft of the NOAA Corps transition plan.
2Information from 7/14/97 NOAA Corps Billet List.
3The OIG numbers accommodate non-retiring officers while simultaneously (1) taking the initial step toward
outsourcing for ship support and (2) eliminating reimbursable aircraft support for outside federal agencies.

Source of Data: NOAA and OIG 

Creating no more than 70 civil service positions for ship and aircraft services will ensure sufficient
staffing to maintain essential inhouse services while providing an incentive to use more cost-
effective outsourcing options for ships and aircraft. 

§     §     §     §     §

In responding to our draft report, NOAA officials disagreed with the conclusions and
recommendations by stating that (1) the OIG has not provided support for our position that
outsourcing is cost effective, and (2) NOAA has taken a number of steps to reduce the cost of
inhouse ship support and expand the use of outsourcing. NOAA’s complete response is attached
to this report.

(1) As we stated at the end of the previous two sections, sufficient data does exist for
determining that outsourcing is cost-effective. This information has existed for at least a
decade and has been provided to NOAA on numerous occasions. Appendix B provides a
number of examples for ship-related support. Our ongoing study of aircraft operations is
nearing completion and the preliminary data continues to support our position that NOAA



U.S. Department of Commerce Final Report NAD-9087
Office of Inspector General September 1997

- 23 -

should be making greater use of private-sector alternatives for its routine and reimbursable
aircraft-related projects.

(2) We commend NOAA for taking some of its inefficient ships off line and indicating a
willingness to increase the use of private-sector hydrographic firms. These actions have
been advocated by independent study groups for over a decade. It is time for NOAA to
implement fully the recommendations in these previous studies, including the
recommendations in the OIG’s 1996 fleet study.
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Recommendations

We recommend that the Under Secretary for Oceans and Atmosphere take the following actions
related to the NOAA Corps Transition Plan:

1. Limit the number of positions converted for the NOAA Corps Transition Plan to no more
than 170 permanent civil service positions.

a. No more than 100 positions should be for line organization activities not directly
related to ship and aircraft operations, and no ship-related appropriations should be
used to pay for line office positions.

b. No more than 70 positions should be for ship and aircraft support.

2. Incorporate the following steps into the process of converting the 170 non-retiring officers
into permanent civil service positions:

a. Prioritize the proposed converted positions in each line organization and activity
according to program-related, mission-essential criteria.

b. Determine the most essential 100 line organization positions.

c. Determine the most essential 70 positions for ship-related and aircraft-related support.

d. Determine a means of continuing essential services and activities until all of the 170
positions can be filled with qualified non-retiring officers. This can include temporarily
rehiring retired officers.

3. To confirm that ship-related appropriations are used exclusively to support marine
programs, provide our office with accounting information that will show all officers and
former officers (title, organization, salary) funded by ship-related appropriations during
the current fiscal year and after the transition.

§     §     §     §     §

In responding to our draft report, NOAA officials disagreed with the first two recommendations.
At the end of the previous sections of this report, we address each the issues raised by NOAA
officials and therefore reaffirm our original recommendations.




































